Intercellular communication in the supporting cells of the organ of Corti.
We have directly tested the concept that the supporting cells of the organ of Corti are functionally coupled through gap junctions. In vitro and in vivo preparations were evaluated. Electrical measurements clearly show that the cells are coupled ionically. Voltage drops measured in neighboring cells in response to intracellular current injections indicate that current spread decays rapidly. Despite the existence of electrical coupling, fluorescent dye injection studies revealed no dye spread into adjacent cells, other than a few instances which were clearly artifactual. However, it is possible that dye spread is very slow and that dye in adjacent cells is diluted below visual detectability. In any case, dye coupling is remarkably poor compared to other electrically coupled tissues. The role of coupling in the supporting cells may be nutritive, considering the avascular nature of Corti's organ.